Hepatitis C virus RNA present in saliva but absent in breast-milk of the hepatitis C carrier mother.
In order to examine whether saliva and breast-milk are mediators of the vertical transmission of hepatitis C virus (HCV) from an HCV carrier mother, serum, saliva, and breast-milk samples from 11 HCV carrier mothers were collected at the time of delivery, and at approximately 1- to 3-months intervals for as long as 30 months postpartum. Serum was also sampled from their children. All samples were analysed for the presence of HCV RNA, using the nested polymerase chain reaction method. No HCV RNA was detected in any breast-milk samples. In saliva, HCV RNA was detected in four of the 11 mothers (36%). These four mothers also had liver function abnormalities. Hepatitis C virus RNA was not detected in any serum samples of the children, and all children had normal liver function. The children were monitored for periods from 2 to 44 months. During this period, there was no evidence of virus transmission. Breast-milk is not likely to be a source of mother-to-child transmission of HCV. Maternal saliva may harbour HCV, but it may not result in infant infection.